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Humans depend on marine fish stocks for economic and nutritional purposes throughout the world. Conse-quently, commercial fleets and super-trawlers are noth-
ing new and many countries have found ways to regulate fleet 
sizes and catch limits within their territorial waters. But some-
thing new is happening in the Arctic Circle. As sea ice begins 
to disappear during summer months, a previously inaccessible 
fishing ground is emerging, and like all fishing grounds, it will 
be susceptible to mismanagement and exploitation.
Those who understand the 
danger have already begun to 
take action. On August 3, 2007, 
Senator Ted Stevens (R-AK) 
introduced a joint resolution, 
Senate Joint Resolution 17, that 
calls on the United States to ini-
tiate international discussions 
and take necessary steps with 
other Arctic nations to negoti-
ate an agreement for managing 
migratory and transboundary 
fish stocks.1 The resolution 
passed the Senate on October 4, 
2007 and is currently pending in 
the House.2 The resolution is an attempt to meet the changing 
Arctic environment with an orderly and sustainable framework 
to manage regional fisheries.
Gradually warming ocean temperatures have caused many 
species of fish to migrate north in search of cold-water habitats. 
At the same time, changes in Arctic sea ice have made the north-
ern seas increasingly more navigable. Last summer, for the first 
time since satellite measurements began, a fully navigable route 
opened between the Atlantic and Pacific.3 This “Northwest Pas-
sage” was widely covered in the media and some scientists pre-
dict that an iceless Arctic Ocean could be the norm by 2040.4
The concurrence of receding Arctic ice and north-bound 
fish stocks is already creating an environment favorable to com-
mercial fishing, and Senator Stevens’ proposed legislation is an 
attempt to make sure this transition is handled in an effective 
and responsible way. The resolution calls for the creation of a 
new international fisheries management organization for the 
region and seeks a halt in the expansion of Arctic commercial 
fishing activities until this is achieved.5 
Successful fishery management programs employ “science-
based limits on harvest, timely and accurate reporting of catch 
data, equitable allocation and access systems, and effective 
monitoring and enforcement.”6 This approach protects not only 
fish species, but also billions of dollars in commerce and tens 
of thousands of jobs. Iceland, for example, relies on commer-
cial fishing for nearly seventy percent of its income.7 When a 
particular stock is overfished, smaller and immature fish make 
up a greater percentage of the catch, and the stock’s regenera-
tive capabilities may be seriously undermined. The result is a 
reduction in overall fishing hauls and a negative ripple effect on 
the food chain. Simply put, all countries and all people have a 
marked interest in ensuring global fish stocks remain healthy and 
sustainable over the long term.
This is by no means the first 
attempt at regulating regional 
fish stocks. Successful catch-
share programs are already 
employed in nations such as 
Iceland, New Zealand, and the 
United States. Observers hail 
Alaska as a world leader in man-
aging commercial and recre-
ational fish stocks—as the state 
harvests over fifty percent of 
U.S. seafood without overfish-
ing any of its stocks.8 Alaska’s 
marine fisheries are managed by 
the North Pacific Fishery Man-
agement Council (“NPFMC”), a federally mandated council that 
is lending its support to S.J. Res. 17 and actually preempted the 
resolution by calling for a ban on Arctic fishing until a sustain-
able management scheme is developed. 
Former chairman of the NPFMC, David Benton, points out 
that even the most competent fishery regulation will be unsuc-
cessful without the support of other Arctic nations such as 
Canada, Norway, Denmark, Iceland, Russia, and the European 
Union.9 When nations perceive the opportunity to claim a stra-
tegic resource, they may end up in a scramble for the first foot-
hold, or worse yet, attempt to gather as much of that resource as 
they can before others get the opportunity. 
In the past, management schemes were afterthoughts—they 
developed around marine regions that were heavily fished, and 
in many cases, there was already damage that would take genera-
tions to mend.10 In this case, however, there is an opportunity to 
get things right at the beginning. Senator Stevens’ resolution is a 
welcome move, but it is merely a start. With any luck, the House 
will pass the resolution soon, and the real work can begin. 
Endnotes: Managing Arctic Fish Stocks continued on page 60
Gradually warming  
ocean temperatures have 
caused many species  
of fish to migrate  
north in search of cold-
water habitats.
60Spring 2008
32 See African Union, Decision and Declaration on Climate Change (Jan. 
29–30, 2007), available at http://www.uneca.org/eca_programmes/sdd/events/
climate/FACT-SHEET-AUsummit.pdf (last visited Apr. 17, 2008).
33 Alliance of Small Island States, Male’ Declaration on the Human Dimension 
of Global Climate Change (Nov. 14, 2007), available at http://www.cedha.org.
ar/en/docs/male_declaration.pdf (last visited Apr. 17, 2008). 
34 Asia Pacific Forum, Jurists call for right to environment, available at  
http://www.asiapacificforum.net/news/jurists-call-for-right-to-environment.html 
(last visited Apr. 17, 2008). 
35 Patricia Cochran, Keynote Address at the Many Strong Voices Stakeholders 
Workshop (May 28, 2007). 
36 Patricia Cochran & Taito Nakalevu, Stopping the Slow Wave of Destruction 
(Dec. 6, 2007), available at http://www.arcticpeoples.org/2007/12/06/stopping-
the-slow-wave-of-destruction/ (last visited Apr. 20, 2008). 
37 Hans Enoksen, Premier of Greenland, Opening speech to The Greenland 
Dialogue (Aug. 16, 2005), available at http://www.nanoq.gl/English/Nyheder/
Opening_speech_by_Premier_ Hans.aspx (last visited Apr. 16, 2008). 
38 Enoksen, id. 
39 See also Many Strong Voices website, http://www.manystrongvoices.org 
(last visited Apr. 16, 2008). 
40 Some partners include the Arctic Athabaskan Council, Inuit Circumpolar 
Council, Caribbean Community Climate Change Centre, Center for Interna-
tional Climate and Environment Research – Oslo (CICERO), New  Zealand 
Tourism Research Institute, Pacific Regional Environment Programme 
(SPREP), UNEP/GRID-Arendal, International Institute for Environment and 
Development (IIED), Climate Law and Policy Project (USA), Conservation 
Society of Ponipeh, Federated States of Micronesia, WWF South Pacific Pro-
gramme, Organization of American States Department of Sustainable Develop-
ment, Overseas Countries and Territories of the European Union (OCTA).
41 Stern review on the economicS of climate change, at xxii (HM Treasury 
2007), available at http://www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/media/4/3/Executive_ 
Summary.pdf (last visited Apr. 1, 2008). 
42 acia, supra note 4, at 95.
EndnotES: managing arctic fiSh StockS continued from page 13
1 S.J. Res. 17, 110th Cong. (2007).
2 Congress.org, Legislation Details for S.J. Res. 17, 110th Cong. (2007), avail-
able at http://www.congress.org/congressorg/issues/bills/?billtype=S.J.RES.&b
illnumb=17&congress=110 (last visited Feb. 18, 2008). 
3 Reuters, Arctic sea route opens (Sept. 15, 2007), available at http://www.
enn.com/ecosystems/article/23070 (last visited Feb. 18, 2008).
4 Reuters, id.
5 S.J. Res. 17.
6 S.J. Res. 17.
7 Allthingsarctic.com, Overfishing in the Arctic, available at http://www.allth-
ingsarctic.com/environment/overfishing.aspx (last visited Feb. 18, 2008).
8 Don PhilliPS, our fragile coaStal fiSherieS 101 (2004); Press Release, 
Marine Conservation Alliance, MCA Backs Resolution calling for Precaution-
ary Approach given Climate Change (Oct. 22, 2007), available at www.marine-
conservationalliance.org/press/pr20071022.pdf (last visited Feb. 18, 2008).
9 David Benton, Approach Arctic fishing with caution, Seattle PoSt-
intelligencer, Nov. 14, 2007, available at http://seattlepi.nwsource.com/
opinion/339687_fisheries15.html (last visited Feb. 18, 2008).
10 ‘New Ocean Ethic’ is Recommended, N.Y. timeS, July 29, 2003, at F2.
EndnotES: climate change anD BioDiverSity in Polar regionS continued from page 16
10 intergovernmental Panel on climate change [IPCC], Summary for Policy-
makers, in climate change 2007 – the PhySical Science BaSiS: working 
grouP i contriBution to the fourth aSSeSSment rePort of the intergovern-
mental Panel on climate change, 4 (Susan Solomon et al. eds., 2007), avail-
able at http://ipcc-wg1.ucar.edu/wg1/Report/AR4WG1_Print_SPM.pdf (last 
visited Apr. 13, 2008) [hereinafter IPCC Summary for Policymakers].
11 See Gordon McBean et al., Arctic Climate: Past and Present, in arctic cli-
mate imPact aSSeSSment 22 (Lelani Arris ed., Cambridge Univ. Press 2005).
12 IPCC Summary for Policymakers, supra note 10, at 6.
13 IPCC Summary for Policymakers, supra note 10, at 12.
14 The Arctic Council is a high-level intergovernmental forum that provides 
a mechanism to address the common concerns and challenges faced by Arctic 
people and governments. It is comprised of the eight Arctic states (Canada, 
Denmark/Greenland, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Russia, Sweden, and the 
United States of America), six indigenous peoples organizations (Aleut Interna-
tional Association, Arctic Athabaskan Council, Gwich’in Council International, 
Inuit Circumpolar Conference, Russian Association of Indigenous peoples of 
the North, and Sámi Council) as permanent participants, and official observ-
ers (including France, Germany, the Netherlands, Poland, United Kingdom, 
non-governmental organizations, and scientific and other international bodies).  
About Arctic Council, Arctic Council website, http://arctic-council.org/article/
about (last visited Apr. 13, 2008).  
15 acia, imPactS of a warming arctic: arctic climate imPact aSSeSSment, 
supra note 3.  
16 acia, Policy Document (Nov. 2004) (issued by the Fourth Arctic Council 
Ministerial Meeting, held in Reykjavik, Iceland), available at http://www.acia.
uaf.edu/PDFs/ACIA_Policy_Document.pdf  (last visited Apr. 13, 2008).
17 See Henry Huntington & Shari Fox, The Changing Arctic: Indigenous 
Perspectives, in arctic climate imPact aSSeSSment 22 (Lelani Arris ed., 
 Cambridge Univ. Press 2005).
18 international inStitute for SuStainaBle DeveloPment [iiSD], inuit 
 oBServationS on climate change, available at http://www.iisd.org/casl/ 
projects/inuitobs.htm (last visited Apr. 13, 2008). 
19 Convention on Biological Diversity art. 8(j), June 5, 1992, 31 I.L.M. 818 
(stating that “each contracting Party shall, as far as possible and as appropri-
ate: Subject to national legislation, respect, preserve and maintain knowledge, 
innovations and practices of indigenous and local communities embodying 
traditional lifestyles relevant for the conservation and sustainable use of bio-
logical diversity and promote their wider application with the approval and 
involvement of the holders of such knowledge, innovations and practices and 
encourage the equitable sharing of the benefits arising from the utilization of 
such knowledge, innovations and practices.”).
20 Press Release, Secretary General, Conservation, Sustainable Use of Bio-
diversity Essential for Adapting to Climate Change, Secretary-General Says in 
Message for International Day, SG/SM/10994 (May 14, 2007), available  
at http://www.un.org/News/Press/docs/2007/sgsm10994.doc.htm (last visited 
Apr. 13, 2008).  
